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NON-TRAFFIC SURVEILLANCE 
SPECIAL CRASH INVESTIGATIONS 

CASE NO. CR16036  
REMOTE HYPERTHERMIA FATALITY INVESTIGATION 

VEHICLE: 2003 MITSUBISHI GALANT 
LOCATION:  SOUTH CAROLINA 

INCIDENT DATE: JULY 2014 

BACKGROUND 
The interest in this remote investigation involve 
the circumstances surrounding the hyperthermia-
related fatality of a 3-year-old male who was 
found inside a 2003 Mitsubishi Galant (Figure 1) 
that was parked on the lawn area of his home. 
The child exited the house while his parents were 
asleep during the midday hours. The child and a 
family dog entered the parked Mitsubishi. The 
police reported that the driver’s door of the 
Mitsubishi would not stay open at its detent and 
would swing closed and latch. The child was 
found unconscious inside the parked vehicle by 
his mother approximately one hour after he 
exited the residence. The family called the emergency response system and immediately placed 
the child in cold water in the bathtub in an attempt to lower his body temperature. The 
responding Emergency Medical Service (EMS) requested helicopter transport to a regional 
pediatric trauma center where he expired due to complications of hyperthermia approximately 
3.5 days after the incident. The dog was found deceased inside the vehicle.  

The incident was identified by the National Highway Traffic Safety Administration and assigned 
to the Special Crash Investigations (SCI) group for further research in November 2016. This 
research was aimed to chronicle the circumstances of these types of incidents and provide 
direction to potential countermeasures. Approximately 700 children have died due to 
hyperthermia over a 19-year period (1998 to 2016) with 28 percent of these deaths attributed to 
children playing in unattended vehicles.1 

The SCI team contacted the involved police agency and interviewed the investigating officer to 
obtain the circumstances of the incident. This interview, images of the Mitsubishi supplied by 

1 Null, J. (2016). Heatstroke Deaths of Children in Vehicles (Web page). San Jose, CA: Department of Meteorology 
and Climate Science, San Jose State University (2016), Retrieved from http://noheatstroke.org 

Figure 1:  Image of the 2003 Mitsubishi Galant 
on the lawn area of the incident. (Image 
obtained from the investigating police 
department.) 
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the police, an exemplar vehicle inspection, supplemental internet research and medical data 
provide the basis for this remote SCI investigation.  
 
INCIDENT SITE 
This hyperthermia incident occurred on the 
lawn area of a private residence in a rural 
area during midday hours. The family 
residence was a mobile home that was 
oriented in a north/south direction on a 
large lawn area (Figure 2). The family 
vehicle, consisting of the Mitsubishi that 
was registered to the child’s grandmother 
was parked on the lawn, east of the mobile 
home facing in a southwesterly direction. 
On the day of the incident the National 
Weather Service reported a temperature of 
30 ºC (86.0 ºF) at 1155 hours, 
approximately the time the child entered the Mitsubishi. At the recorded time, the heat index was 
35 ºC (95.1 ºF) with 70 percent humidity and the wind was out of the north-northwest at 5.6 
km/h (3.5 mph). The temperature increased to 32 ºC (89.6 ºF) at 1255 hours, the approximately 
time the child was found unconscious in the vehicle. At this recorded time, the heat index was 
37.6 ºC (99.8 ºF) with 62 percent humidity with east-northeast winds reported at 9.3 km/h (5.8 
mph). The sky was classified as party to mostly cloudy.  
 

Figure 2:  Satellite image of the Incident Site. North lies at 
the top of the image. 

2003 MITSUBISHI GALANT 
Description 

The involved vehicle was a 2003 Mitsubishi 
Galant GTZ 4-door sedan. The Vehicle 
Identification Number (VIN) was not 
recorded in the Police Incident Report. Based 
on the available police images, the Mitsubishi 
was black in exterior color. The vehicle was 
configured with a sunroof, a V-6 gasoline 
engine, 4-wheel disc brakes and 6-spoke alloy 
wheels. The transmission was a 4-speed 
automatic with a console-mounted shifter. 
Figure 3 is an exterior view of the Mitsubishi 
Galant.  
 

Figure 3:  Front right exterior view of the 2003 
Mitsubishi Galant. (Image obtained from the 
investigating police department.) 
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The interior of the Mitsubishi consisted of front 
row bucket seats with adjustable head restraints 
and a three-passenger second row bench seat. 
The front seat backs were in the upright and 
usable position to an occupant at the time of the 
incident. All seating surfaces were leather. The 
entire interior was gray in color. Figure 4 is a 
left interior view of the Mitsubishi’s front row.  
 

Figure 4:  Front row interior of the 2003 Mitsubishi 
Galant. (Image provided by the investigating police 
department.) 

Glazing 
The Mitsubishi was configured with an AS1 
laminated windshield, operable AS2 glazing at 
each door, fixed rear door quarter windows, an AS2 fixed backlight and an operable sunroof with 
AS3 glazing. The child’s grandfather said the vehicle was equipped with aftermarket window 
tint. This aftermarket tint was visible on the second row doors. He further stated that some of the 
tint had to be removed as it was scratched by the dog during the incident. It is unknown if the 
aftermarket window tint was applied to both front doors and the backlight. The roof window was 
closed at the time of the incident; the position of the interior cover was unknown.  
 

Exterior Door Handles 
The four exterior door handles on the Mitsubishi were hinged 
at the top edge and rotated in an upward direction to release the 
door latch (Figure 5). The bottom edge of the driver’s door 
latch was measured by the investigating officer at 78 cm (30.75 
in) above the ground. The SCI team documented an exemplar 
Mitsubishi Galant and recorded the same measurement for the 
front handles. Fully rotated (lifted), the front door latches 
measured 81 cm (31.75 in) above the ground. The rear door 
handles on the exemplar vehicle measured 82 cm (32.25 in) 
and 85 cm (33.5 in) respectively. Keyed lock cylinders were 
incorporated into both front door handle assemblies.  
 

Figure 5:  Exterior driver’s door 
handle of the Mitsubishi. (Image 
provided by the investigating 
police department.)  

Interior Door Release Levers 
The interior door release levers on the Mitsubishi were located in the upper-forward aspect of the 
door panels and consisted of an L-shaped lever requiring a horizontal pull to open the doors. The 
levers were 10 cm (3.75 in) in length, inclusive of the hinge point. The levers were flush-
mounted to the door panel. Figures 6 and 7 are exemplar views of the interior door release 
levers.  



 

 4 

 
  

Figure 6:  View of the exemplar driver’s door 
interior release lever.  

Door Locking System 
 

A power locking system was standard equipment on the Mitsubishi. Remote locking and 
unlocking was accomplished by the battery-operated key fob. Based on the exemplar vehicle 
inspection, the fob was configured with two buttons; one to lock all four doors with a single 
engagement of the button, and one unlock button that unlocked the driver’s door on a single 
engagement and the remaining three doors with two engagements of the button. 
 
The interior-mounted power locking system consisted of rocker-type switches that were mounted 
on the up-sloped forward edge of the integrated armrest on both front door panels. The leading 
edge (forward) of the switch provided the locking function while the aft edge was the unlock 
mode. The rear doors were not equipped with power lock switches. Figures 8 and 9 are 
exemplar views of the front row power locking rocker switches.  

Figure 7:  View of the exemplar second row left 
door interior release lever.  

Figure 8:  View of the exemplar driver’s power 
locking switch.  

Figure 9:  View of the exemplar front row right power 
locking rocker switch.  
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The interior manual locking system consisted of 
rotating lock knob located directly above the 
interior door release lever (Figure 10) at each 
door. The color coordinated lock knobs matched 
the release levers. The leading edges of the 
knobs were marked with a high visibility orange 
stripe, visible only in the unlocked position. 
With the rotating knob pushed forward and flush 
with the release lever, the door would lock. 
Rotating the knob rearward unlocked the doors.  
 
With the doors locked either by key fob, 
utilizing the interior power locking switches, or 
manually locking all four doors independently, the front door release levers would override the 
lock for the specific door. The rear door locks would not unlock when the release lever was 
pulled. The rotating locking knob had to be manually rotated rearward to unlock the specific 
second row door.  
 

Figure 10:  Exemplar interior manual locking 
knob in unlocked position.  

Door Detent 
The investigating officer reported that the driver’s door of the Mitsubishi would not stay open at 
the time of the incident. Apparently the detent was worn allowing the door to self-close due to a 
shallow grade of the lawn area. The SCI inspection of the exemplar vehicle determined the doors 
were equipped with two detent positions located approximately at one-third and two-thirds of the 
door’s travel.   
 
INCIDENT 
Prior to the incident, the 3-year-old child was inside the family’s mobile home watching 
television with his 24-year-old mother. They were seated on the couch. The child’s father was 
asleep in a separate room, as he had returned to the residence in the early morning, daylight 
hours from his work shift. The child’s grandmother was in her room watching television. The 
child was police-reported as walking about the mobile home, from the living area to his 
grandmother’s room on several occasions. The child’s mother stated to the investigating police 
officer that she fell asleep on the couch with the child at her side at approximately 1200 hours. 
She referenced this time to a program that was airing on the television.  
 
The child’s mother awoke at approximately 1300 hours and noticed her son missing from the 
couch. She got up and started to look for him and began screaming his name in an attempt to 
locate the child. The mother looked outside and observed the emergency flashers activated on the 
grandmother’s 2003 Mitsubishi. She ran to the vehicle and observed the child slumped over on 
the driver’s seat. The mother opened the driver’s door, removed the child from the vehicle and 
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carried him into the mobile home. The child was lethargic and mumbled to his mother as she 
splashed cold water on his face. The mother instructed the grandmother to call the emergency 
response system. The first call to the emergency response system was dropped due to a poor 
cellular connection. The second call was made and police and emergency medical services were 
dispatched at 1316 hours. EMS personnel arrived prior to the police. The time of the police 
arrival was reported at 1324 hours. The child was transported by helicopter to a regional 
pediatric trauma center and was admitted in critical condition. He expired 3.5 days following the 
incident. During the hospitalization, the child victim’s kidneys failed and he developed internal 
pulmonary bleeding, consequences of the hyperthermia. 
 
A reconstruction of the sequence of events was derived from the documentation of the 
investigating officer based on his interviews with the involved parties, his inspection of the 
mobile home, and the inspection and documentation of the Mitsubishi. 
 
The mobile home was configured with a single exterior door. A storm door was mounted to the 
exterior frame of the entrance door. The officer described the door latches as follows:  The storm 
door was operable and the latching mechanism was intact; however, there was a screw missing 
from the bottom of the latch. The mobile home door had a knob-operated locking system. To 
lock the door from the inside, the door knob had to be pushed forward to engage the lock. 
Turning the knob from the inside would release the lock feature. The child’s grandfather 
installed a hasp-type lock on the inside of the door and used a carabiner to prevent the child from 
unlatching the hasp. At the time of the police inspection, there was no carabiner present.  
 
The door to the mobile home opened onto a small wooden deck. A flight of five steps 
transitioned the deck to ground level. The Mitsubishi was parked on the lawn area in the vicinity 
of the deck. While the mother was sleeping, the child opened the doors of the mobile home and 
exited the residence onto the deck. From there he walked down the steps to the Mitsubishi. A 
family dog accompanied him to the vehicle. It is unknown if the dog was in the mobile home or 
was outside when the child emerged. 
 
The child apparently opened the driver’s door of the Mitsubishi and both he and the dog entered 
the vehicle. The police officer inspected the vehicle and documented the status of the driver’s 
door. He reported the door would not stay open at the manufactured detent positions. Due to the 
slight slope of the lawn area, the door would close on its own. It was then theorized that as the 
child and dog entered the vehicle, the door closed behind them. The grandfather of the child 
stated in a follow-up interview that the child knew how to work the doors of the vehicle as he 
would play in it from time to time.  
 
As the child and dog became entrapped within the Mitsubishi, one of them activated the hazard 
warning flashers. The hazard warning switch was located on the upper-mid instrument panel and 
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consisted of a hard push-type switch. To activate the flashers, the switch had to be depressed and 
the switch face would return to its original position. Depressing the switch again, once the 
flashers were activated, would turn off the flashers and return the switch to its neutral (off) 
position.   
 
The family reported that post-event, they entered the Mitsubishi to drive to the hospital. It was at 
that time that they found the dog was deceased in the back seat area of the vehicle. The family 
also reported they had to clean the inside of the vehicle and removed some of the aftermarket 
window tint as the dog had scratched the tint film in an attempt to get out of the vehicle. 
 
The total duration from the time the child exited the mobile home to his discovery in the 
Mitsubishi was estimated by his mother to be approximately one hour.                 
 
The investigating officer and medical staff documented superficial scratches on the child 
victim’s extremities and torso during his hospitalization. It was suspected that these resulted 
from the dog that was in the vehicle with the child victim. 
 
NON-MOTORIST DEMOGRAPHICS 
The child involved in this hyperthermia investigation was a 3-year-old male with a police-
reported height of 99 cm (39 in) and a weight of 24 kg (54 lb). His clothing worn at the time of 
the incident was not reported. In addition to the child, three adults were living at this residence. 
Supervision at the incident time was directed by his 24-year-old mother; his 24-year-old father 
was asleep in a separate room and his 46-year-old grandmother was in another room watching 
television.  
 
NON-MOTORIST INJURIES 
Injury 

No. Injury AIS 2015 Involved Physical 
Component 

IPC 
Confidence 

1 Hyperthermia 010200.1 Vehicle entrapment Certain 

2 Superficial abrasions of 
the right arm 710202.1 Dog scratches Probable 

3 Superficial abrasions of 
the left arm 710202.1 Dog scratches Probable 

4 Superficial abrasions of 
the right leg 810202.1 Dog scratches Probable 

5 Superficial abrasions of 
the left leg 810202.1 Dog scratches Probable 

6 Superficial abrasions of 
the torso 410202.1 Dog scratches Probable 

Source – Police Incident Report 
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INCIDENT SITE DIAGRAM 
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